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ABSTRACT
The records of William Allason, a merchant of Falmouth, Virginia 
from 1760 to 1775, offered an opportunity to learn more about the 
lives of colonial Virginians on the eve of the Revolutionary War.
His textile orders, especially, supplied a wealth of information 
about mercantile practices during this time period, surprisingly, 
fashion did not influence the way Allason stocked his store, instead 
economic and political events played an important role in the way he 
purchased textiles. During crises like the stamp Act and the 
non-importation agreement of 1769, for example, Allason increased 
the yardage and the quality of his fabrics. So when Virginia's 
legislators boycotted luxury items, like silks and fine wools, 
Allason countered by purchasing larger amounts than usual of these 
types of fabrics. Prices generally remained stable throughout this 
period, a result of low inflation and the inclination not to lower 
prices to reduce stock.
Allason's records are especially important because his clientele 
was the 'middling sort,' not the elite. Few records and artifacts 
representing the middle class survive from this time period.
Allason's invoices and inventories provide a chance to learn more 
about the textiles bought and sold at his store, as well as clues 
about the customers that patronized it.
Vi
TEXTILE CONSUMPTION AND AVAILABILITY:
A VIEW FROM AN 18TH-CENTURY MERCHANT'S RECORDS
INTRODUCTION
Fashion, social status, and need are the basic reasons for 
buying textiles. People who consistently acquire the latest print 
or weave want to be known as fashion conscious. A person purchasing 
expensive, high-status fabrics probably needs to define and 
delineate his elevated social position. By buying the cheaper 
cloths, another individual just requires the basics for subsistence 
living, usually a mix of requirements exists in a society or 
community. Since textiles come in a range of costs and types, they 
can fill all these demands. Analyzing what possessions past 
societies deemed important opens a door for historians to 
understanding previous lifestyles.
An examination of textiles from this angle has not been 
attempted very often in the past, until now, textiles were studied 
by antiquarians who classified and described fabrics without drawing 
conclusions. Economic historians focused on the technology, supply 
and demand, and industry of textiles, since many countries based 
their economies on textile manufacture. Today, however, social 
historians want to look past this big picture to learn about the 
wants and priorities of the average person.
The papers of William Allason provided an opportunity to study
textiles marketed in a past era. Allason managed a store from 1760
to 1775 in Falmouth, Virginia. These fifteen tumultuous years
2
3marked America's transition from a collection of British colonies to 
a seperate, independent nation, a s attitudes towards England 
changed, the marketing of British goods had to change as well, in 
Virginia the widening differences between the merchants and their 
customers dramaticallly affected trade, a s the Revolutionary war 
approached, Virginia legislators actively sought to control what 
merchants sold, to nullify their power as creditors, and to 
eventually put them out of business. Allason commented in his 
letters on all these difficulties.
Besides letter books, Allason left a variety of records, 
including day books, inventories and invoices. The statistics in 
this paper were based on the invoices, since they record the new 
stock coming in each year, inventories, on the other hand, list 
stock that potentially sat on the shelves year after year. Allason 
took inventory at the end of September or the beginning of October. 
As he wrote in a June, 1761 letter, "I approve much of your 
Resolution in having the Accts settled yearly, its what I propose to 
do here and would do it this month as the Store has been a year 
opened, but find it impossible as our Markett is just beginning to 
be at the strongest must therefore defer it till October in which 
month propose inventoring and making out a statement as that is the 
most Leasure Isic] month in the year for us." since Allason saw his 
year beginning in October, the invoices have been divided into 
fiscal years accordingly.
When Allason opened his.business in June of 1760, he crammed 
the store's shelves with all sorts of goods. His records show he 
purchased china, pewter, hats, jewelry, buckles and buttons, tools, 
hardware, paper, and books, among other things, cloth, however,
took up a good portion of the space, cambric, shalloon, tammy, 
bearskin, calico, and osnaburg were just a few of the 50 plus 
fabrics ordered for the store during its first year, in general 
textiles alone accounted for 45 percent of the new stock acquired 
yearly, though in 1772 fabrics were 69 percent of the new 
purchases. The way Allason stocked his store in response to his 
customers needs and the ever-changing political situation offers a 
chance to learn more about Virginians of this time and place.
CHAPTER I
THE EARLY YEARS, 1759-1764
William Allason opened his Falmouth, Virginia dry goods store in 
1760, after spending almost 25 years as a sales representative for 
British companies. Born about 1720 in a respectable section of 
Glasgow, Scotland, Allason was hired by a Glasgow firm in 1737 to 
act as a supercargo, the eighteenth-century version of today's 
traveling salesman. For the next twenty years he toured Virginia, 
St. Kitts, and Antigua, selling goods, such as textiles, tablewares, 
and books, and buying tobacco for his company, in 1756 Allason 
returned to Glasgow with plans for staying there, when the firm of
Baird and walker offered him a supercargoship for two years in
Virginia. Allason, always a shrewd businessman, recognized this as 
an opportunity to collect money still owed to him by his Virginia 
customers.1
Sixty pounds a year and the right to sell a limited number of 
goods on his own account were the terms on which Allason agreed to 
work for Baird and walker. Though there was an opportunity to make 
a profit, Allason found this type of work strenuous and unpleasant. 
On June 19, 1758 Allason wrote to the Company, "I find I cannot go
through the fatigue of this business, it is so very great I am 
seldom two nights in one place, forever on horseback, often indeed
much more than anyone else exposed to the inclemencies of the
5
6weather day and night."2 The Company aggravated Allason further by 
accusing him of "slackness and timidity and lack of zeal in their 
interest, counseling him...to be bold yet run no risks."3 Allason's 
letters reveal that he made the best of a situation not to his 
economic advantage by shipping tobacco to companies other than Baird 
and walker and by importing more goods on his own account than he 
had agreed to in his contract. During those endless rides on 
horseback, Allason must have considered the idea of becoming his own 
boss as an independent merchant in Virginia, an area he was quite 
familiar with by now. in October 1759 he opened a store in Falmouth 
along with two other Glasgow merchants as silent partners. These 
two men provided money to run the store, while Allason acted as 
manager.
Falmouth, across the Rappahannock River from Fredericksburg, 
originally promised to be a lucrative location. The reason for this 
centered around the region's geography. The Fall Line, an area of 
white water rapids and waterfalls, seperated the eastern part of 
Virginia, known as the Tidewater, from the Piedmont. Around 1700 
Virginians began moving west into the Piedmont, as the Tidewater 
filled up with a steady stream of newcomers and as farm land was 
exhausted by nutrient-destroying tobacco, up until this time there 
had been no need for merchants in Virginia. Large planters 
preferred to do their own shipping, and wharves were easily located 
on the Potomac, Rappahannock, York, and James Rivers. The large 
planter was also an entrepreneur, often buying crops from smaller 
planters and taking orders for English manufactured goods from them 
as well.4 once planters moved into the Piedmont the Fall Line made 
this arrangement impossible. Ships were unable to pass the rapids,
7so towns, like Richmond, Fredericksburg, and Falmouth, sprang up
along the Fall Line to handle business between the two areas.
However, by the time William Allason appeared in Falmouth, the 
Piedmont was flooded with merchants and their goods, in 1757 
Allason had written to an Antigua merchant that "This country is at 
present overstocked with goods, new stores are settling every day, 
in short there [is] scarce any vacancy left."5 Allason still chose
to open his store in Falmouth, perhaps because this was where
merchandise was sold, potential patrons might not have been 
interested in travelling to a single store in the back country, t o  
attract customers in this competitive market Allason offered to pay 
planters a shilling more per hundred pounds of tobacco than the 
price agreed upon by district merchants, a s an established 
merchant, however, he spoke out against this common practice.
Tobacco and credit were the two mainstays of Virginia's 
mercantile business throughout the eighteenth century. Hard 
currency, i.e. gold and silver, were in short supply throughout the 
colonies, the small amount that came in from Britain and the West 
indies quickly returned to English pockets as payment for the 
manufactured goods Virginians bought. Credit compensated for this 
lack of currency and the need for advances by planters and farmers. 
Tobacco, was the backbone of Virginia's economy, and came to be 
accepted as a form of currency. Trade usually involved exchanging 
tobacco, or the promise of it for, finished goods. Merchants were 
expected to be "retailers of credit," and the successful ones 
offered generous amounts of credit at low interest rates, as a 
consequence of the credit-based economy, most Virginians found 
themselves in debt, since tobacco harvests did not often meet their
8expectations, on the eve of the Revolution one Virginian wrote, 
"Credit is a thing so very common here that there is not one person 
in a hundred who pays ready money for the goods he takes up to a 
s t o r e . u n l i k e  most merchants, Allason did not have the backing of 
a British firm to handle credit and provide capital. These were the 
main reasons why independent merchants were a minority, and most 
retailers acted as salesmen for companies back home.
Until 1730 most business between England and Virginia was done 
by consignment. Large planters sent their tobacco to an English 
merchant, who sold it and used the profits to buy commodities 
requested by the planters. The planter was responsible for the cost 
of shipping the tobacco, and if the cost of the goods ordered 
exceeded the value of the tobacco, as was usually the case, the 
planter was charged the difference. Because of the need for capital 
to cover transportation costs, only the wealthier planters could 
participate in this form of trade.
Allason was part of a trend towards a new system of 
merchandising that took hold around 1730. Merchants from Scotland 
entered the Virginia trade at this time, and they approached the 
business somewhat differently from their London counterparts, 
instead of the planter acting as entrepreneur, selling tobacco and 
purchasing merchandise directly from England, "factors" were sent to 
Virginia. These men transacted business directly with the 
planters. They set up shop in the colony, through which they 
purchased tobacco from the farmers (handling all transportation 
costs), sold goods, and extended credit.
The Scottish factor system arose for a variety of reasons. By 
1730 a number of small and medium-sized planters had moved into the
9Piedmont region. Because of the transportation difficulties 
middlemen were needed to handle the movement of tobacco out of the 
region and manufactured goods into it. London merchants content 
with their control of the Tidewater trade had no desire to tap into 
this business. Scottish merchants, like Allason, stepped in to fill 
the need.^ Scotland less than twenty-five years earlier had become 
a part of Great Britain and politically and economically equal with 
its southern neighbor, and as a result Scottish merchants were 
allowed to participate in the colonial trade without restrictions. 
They saw the Piedmont as a golden opportunity.
Scotland had several advantages over London in the tobacco 
business. The trip from Glasgow to Virginia was shorter and less 
hazardous, Scottish banks were more eager to mobilize credit for the 
tobacco trade, and Scottish businessmen were more efficient than 
their London counterparts, and thus kept operating costs low.
Glasgow merchants also won France as a major customer by selling 
their tobacco for less per pound than London. By 1747 Glasgow alone 
was sending more tobacco to France than all of England. During the 
time Allason was in business Glasgow handled 85 percent of British 
imports, all of which was tobacco that eventually left Glasgow's 
ports for the Continent.®
Allason was part of the influx of Scottish factors that went to 
Virginia in mid-century. Like the others he bought tobacco in 
exchange for goods, unlike most of the others he took the risk of 
setting up shop without the backing of an established company. 
Allason was not completely independent, since he had the financial 
backing of his two silent partners. By pooling his capital with 
these men, Allason was capable of providing the services his
10
customers expected, which included extending credit, buying their 
tobacco, and having a variety of goods. He avoided the 
transportation costs of shipping tobacco back to Britain by selling 
it to other merchants in the colony or "in the country" as Allason 
called it. As Allason explained in a 1763 letter to his brother, a 
merchant in Glasgow, "For my part intend to avoid shipping [tobacco] 
if possible, almost any price here, tho' the exchange be high, will 
be better, and much more certain than the risque of yr. markett."^
He often mentioned a profit from tobacco sales of 60 percent, though 
he did make up to 200 percent on some transactions.
When Allason opened his store in 1760 and offered a shilling 
more for tobacco than his competitors, Virginia had just produced a 
bumper crop of the "weed." Prices, which had been reasonably high 
in preceding years, began to fall as tobacco flooded the markets. 
Planters, who sold their tobacco to Allason, were pleased to receive 
more money than they could get elsewhere, and this was how Allason 
won his first customers.
Virginia entered the French and Indian war in 1755, but it had 
a minimal impact. Most of the actual fighting took place in the 
northern colonies, where the financial and emotional drain were most 
heavily felt. During the late 1750s and early 1760s Virginia 
experienced great prosperity. British credit was financing mass 
consumption by Virginians. Allason wrote of this generous credit in 
a 1763 letter to a British merchant, "It appears to us that the 
greatest part of us in this Country have been amazingly infatuated 
for some years past by giving too extensive creditts [sic.] to our 
Customers in consequence of the Cr. we ourselves had with our
friends at h o m e . "10 Meanwhile, hard currency, as usual, was short.
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in 1754 George Hume, a Virginia planter, wrote, "It is a rare thing 
to see a dollar, and at publick places where great monied men will 
bet on cockfights, horse races, etc., the noise is not now as it 
used to be - one pistole to 2 or 3 pistoles to one - it is now 
common cry 2 cows and calves to one or 3 to one or sometimes 4 
hogshead tobacco to one...so I do not know how we shall maintain a 
war, the French [have] very much the advantage of us."1* The next 
year Virginia's House of Burgesses issued paper money for the first 
time in its history. This was primarily to pay for the war effort, 
but also to relieve the general dearth of specie. British merchants 
did not completely trust this "pseudo"-money, 254,000 pounds issued 
during the entire war, but because the economy was prospering they 
were reluctant to disturb the status quo.12
Allason overstocked his store the first year, so in order to 
dispose of his excess stock he sent his brother in early 1763 to 
open another store in the frontier town of winchester. The venture 
did not last long. By August of 1763, Allason "was so much alarmed 
[by] the Indians being in the neighhood [sic.] of Winchester that I 
resolved on breaking up my store at shanandoe, and [I] look for my 
Brother down every day.*13 Concurrently the French and Indian war 
came to an end, causing a depression.
With the fighting over, shipping again became secure and 
imports flooded Virginia in record numbers, with currency scarce 
and tobacco prices low, Virginians could not afford this influx of 
goods. The prosperous era was suddenly over. British merchants 
blamed the high exchange rates of the previous paper money issues 
for the economic depression. The high rate meant that Virginia's 
money no longer bought as much as it had before. Allason obviously
12
concurred with this belief when he stated in a letter to a Scottish 
merchant that "We observe you attribute the Rise of Exchange to the 
paper money which in our opinion is very just[,] but don't you 
imagine it must now fall a Pace as we are not any longer at the 
charge of supporting Troops and [thus] an end put to the Emission of 
Paper currency...which if faithfully done and honestly accounted for 
must both lower the Exchange and price of Tobacco as well as every 
other commodity."^  Governor Francis Fauquier commented on the 
situation as well, stating that the lack of money and credit was the 
result of so many imported goods "that the crops of Tobacco will not 
pay for them, so that the Colony is so far from having Money to draw 
for in E n g l a n d . w h a t e v e r  the reason most Virginians agreeded 
that 1763 was the beginning of several difficult financial years for 
the colony.
* * *
Allason sent his first order for goods in December, 1759. 
Between then and the time he took his first inventory in October, 
1761, he had bought approximately 33,000 yards of 52 different 
fabrics at a total cost of a little over 2,000 pounds. During this 
two-year period he was establishing a stock of goods for his store, 
and he never again had to order in such large quantities. About 90 
percent of Allason's orders were filled by a Mr. James Dunlop of 
Port Royal, Scotland, or by Robert Allason, a brother living in 
Glasgow. The remaining 10 percent of his fabric orders were simply 
referred to as "Goods from London" or as having been purchased from 
a Mr. James Miller, with no further information.
Of the 52 different types of fabrics purchased that first year,
13
29 percent were wool, 23 percent were linen, 15 percent cotton, 8 
percent silk, and the remaining 25 percent were either a blend or 
unidentifiable as a specific fiber. Though there were more types of 
wool cloth, inexpensive linens made up the bulk of the inventory in 
yardage, in fact osnaburg, a coarse linen commonly used for slave 
clothing, made up one-third, or slightly over 11,000 yards of the 
total, osnaburg was an important item for many American merchants 
at this time. Thomas Jett, a merchant in Leedstown, wrote in 1770 
to a business firm in London, "I am in great want of German 
osnaburg, it's an article that always sells well with us, therefore 
should be glad to have a pack or two by every opportunity."^®
Linen, along with sheeting and holland - two other forms of the 
fiber - accounted for another 8,000 yards that first year. Check, a 
fabric described by its weave, at 1,500 yards and cotton at 1,400 
yards were other large orders. A good portion of the remaining 
third consisted of other linens, like roles, dowlass, bedtick, 
diaper, and buckrum. The rest were high quality English woolens, 
broadcloth, bearskin, and duffle for example, as well as costly 
silks and cottons.
Textiles like other items of material culture can be used as an 
indicator of a person's or society's wealth. Textiles, because of 
their tremendous variety and the gradations in price, are one of the 
best economic indicators, using George Miller's model for ceramics, 
index values, which show cost relationships between different 
fabrics, were worked out for the textiles imported by A l l a s o n . ^  
index values are especially useful because they create a common 
denominator that can be used through time, and they overcome the 
problem of various currencies and inflation, osnaburg was used as a
14
base and its cost divided into the cost of other types of cloth. 
Luckily, osnaburg was ordered all 15 years Allason was in business, 
consistently remained the cheapest fabric, and had a stable price 
base. An average value was figured for each year. By looking at 
these index values we can see when Allason was ordering the basic, 
cheaper fabrics and when he was purchasing expensive, luxury 
cloths. These values were weighted by yardage amounts, in the 
1760-1761 fiscal year the index value was 1.94, a relatively low 
figure for dry goods in general but above average for Allason's 
store, in other words, the average value of the fabrics for that 
year was 1.9 times, or almost twice, the cost of osnaburg. During 
this year, as in most that follow, Allason ordered mostly low-status 
fabrics, like osnaburg, in bulk, while always keeping a selection of 
the better cloths on hand for those who wanted to purchase what was 
fashionable back in England. (Figure 1 compares the yardage amounts 
to the index values for each year).
The inventory Allason took at the end of his first fiscal year 
in business listed about 15,000 yards of materials. Comparing this 
figure with the total amount of fabric he ordered, we know that 
Allason sold around 55 percent of his stock. Allason did not 
consider this a good start, in a letter to his brother two years 
later Allason wrote, "I note what you say about having too many 
goods on hand in October 1761 this agreed to and in order to lessen 
them I immediately sent David out with as assortment where he still 
continues and am in hopes will do very well. From that time I 
resolved never to have so many goods on hand untill the Concern 
[store] is clear of Debt[.] I have ever since been contracting the 
affairs as much as possible in order that the Trade may be carried
15
on with care by our capital stock without running so much in Debt as 
did at first and for the purpose you will observe have not ordered 
any Goods from home but picked up some few things in the Country 
such as the store was in need of..."1® During the second year he 
only ordered approximately 1,250 yards of four fabrics at a total 
cost of 60 pounds, a substantially smaller investment than the 2000+ 
pounds he spent the year before. Three of the four fabrics - linen, 
osnaburg, and roles - accounted for 90 percent of the total 
purchases for the year. All of these were relatively low-status 
fabrics and Allason appears to have been just replacing what he 
sold. The fourth fabric, which represented 10 percent of his order, 
was fine, printed Demey calico. Calico was all the rage in England 
at that time. Originally the cotton fabric was produced in India 
and printed with designs similar to those of the best silks, its 
lower cost, however, made it available to a wider range of people 
who appreciated its silk-influenced appearance. Allason had ordered 
calico the year before, and this second year's order was for the 
same amount. Apparently there was a demand for this fabric, which 
both years had an index value of a little over 3 (three times the 
cost of osnaburg).
During the next year, 1762-1763, Allason placed most of his 
orders in the last few months of 1762, when the war and relatively 
favorable financial conditions were still underway. The prices he 
paid for his textile goods were close to the lowest he would ever 
pay during his fifteen years in business. Like 1761-1762 this was 
still not a big year in terms of yardage or cost; Allason purchased 
around 5,280 yards for 300 pounds. He bought 22 different fabrics, 
woolens accounting for 55 percent of the types and linen for 27
16
percent. He also bought linsey-woolsey, a wool and linen blend; and 
the remaining types could not be identified. Following the pattern 
of the first year there were more types of wools, but 78 percent of 
the total yardage was linen, of which osnaburg constituted 50 
percent.
One of the invoices dated 1763 had David Allason's name on it. 
This was the brother who was sent to open a second store in 
Winchester. The goods listed on this invoice probably represented 
stock that did not sell in winchester and was being turned over to 
the Falmouth store.
The fiscal year 1762-1763 had an index value of 1.75, still
relatively low. The next year was decidely different, in fact,
1763-1764 at 2.64 had the highest index value for textiles purchased 
by Allason in one year. He did add a few more luxury fabrics to his 
inventory that year, including cherry derry, a silk and cotton 
blend; Norwich crape, made of wool and silk; indienne, which could 
have been a cotton; and chintz. Though chintz has negative
connotations today, in the eighteenth century it was a fine printed,
often glazed cotton from India, its index value for 1763-1764 was
6.3, reflecting its position as a status fabric.
Another reason besides the new, expensive fabrics for the 
overall high index value in 1763-1764 may be the onset of difficult 
financial times in England and Virginia and the resulting
significant increase in the cost of many of the textiles. The
average cost for a yard of fabric was 15.1 pence, an increase from 
13 the previous year (the average for the fifteen-year period was 
13.1 pence per yard). Broadcloth took one of the largest jumps, 
costing 4 shillings more per yard in 1764 than in 1763. osnaburg
17
was unusual in that its cost fell slightly during this time. These 
factors may explain why broadcloth had an index value of 16.4, and 
many fabrics, including several of the linens, had an index value 
easily over 3.
Significantly, Allason bought no silks in 1763-1764. Wools and 
linens each comprised 28 percent of the different types of fabrics 
ordered, and cotton 20 percent. The remaining fabrics were blends 
or were unidentifiable. As for yardage, linens accounted for most 
(65 percent) of the 5,550 yards Allason ordered that year, at a cost 
of 396 pounds. Most of these fabrics were ordered from companies in 
Glasgow or England. The rest were purchased from ship captains, 
probably when they came into port at Falmouth or Fredericksburg.
At the end of the 1763-1764 fiscal year Allason had listed 
about 4,000 yards on his inventory, indicating that had sold 90 
percent of the 45,000 yards ordered to date. A little of everything 
was sitting on the shelves on October 1, 1764 - broadcloths, linens, 
Manchester cottons, and silk poplins for example, osnaburg was also 
there, but only 1,300 yards of the 15,000+ yards he had ordered of 
the cloth. After his initial capital investment to begin business, 
Allason cut back sharply on the amount of fabrics he purchased. 
Allason learned to gear his stock specifically to his customers 
taste, as he illustrated in an April, 1761 letter to a Maryland 
merchant, "I can not get you any Black shaloon in short there is 
none to be had here. Its an article not much in demand here and 
consequently not plentifully provided."1^
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C H A P T E R  II
THE MIDDLE YEARS, 1764-1771
Mounting tensions, brought about by the pervasive lack of money 
and England*s economic demands on her colonies following the French 
and Indian war, characterized the second half of the 1760s. During 
these years Parliament passed a series of acts that resulted in 
growing anger and frustration among the colonists, in Virginia 
these feelings manifested themselves as dislike towards British 
merchants, since those in the mercantile trade were perceived to be 
the cause of Virginia's worries, as a member of the business 
community during these tumultuous years, william Allason must have 
been influenced by these perceptions when making purchases for his 
store.
The year 1764 saw Britain's Board of Trade attempt to solve the 
money problem in Virginia with the Currency Act. British merchants 
had petitioned the Board two years earlier "complaining of the 
pernicious effects of the large emissions of paper bills of credit" 
in Virginia.1 These merchants led the Board members to believe that 
paper money was "the result of a gigantic and all-pervasive 
conspiracy of debtors bent on defrauding their creditors," that it 
banished gold and silver from the colonies, and that the use of it 
for wartime finance had not been necessary.2 The Currency Act of 
1764 appeased the merchants, stating that "no act...shall be made,
for creating or issuing any paper bills,...declaring such...to be
21
22
legal tender."3 Most Virginians were pleased with the act for they, 
too, saw paper as an evil and hoped its eradication would return 
credit to its "former Lustre."4
Unfortunately, at the same time that the Board of Trade removed 
a major source of colonial money, George Grenville, the new Prime 
Minister, reached the conclusion that the American colonies should 
help with the overwhelming debt that had accrued on their behalf 
during the war. One result of this decision was the Stamp Act,
passed by Parliament on February 6, 1765 to take effect November 6th
of that year.5 Merchants like Allason worried that the stamp Act, 
which required stamps as proof of paid duties on all paper 
documents, would increase the cost of running a business. Allason 
complained in a letter home that "the charge of the Stamp that will 
be necessary in the prosecution of a suit for a trifling sum, of 
which most of our debts consist [would] entirely put it out of the 
power of people in trade to recover their small debts."6
Allason need not have worried about the price of stamps. By 
November Virginia's House of Burgesses, led by Patrick Henry, had 
refused to recognize the law. when November 6th arrived there were 
no stamps to be had and consequently the courts closed, because all 
legal documents needed the nonexistant stamps. A month later 
Allason considered Virginia to be "entirely without all Law." He 
went on to explain, "in short we are at this time so situated that 
we cannot take a Bond or other security for a Debt, and if any 
Person in Debt was even to come and inform him to whom he owes, that
he was then going to move and would not pay, its not even in the
power of the creditor to stop him or his Effects, as formerly. Most 
of the Planters are well acquainted with this Law, and many have
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already valued themselves upon it."7 Law did not return to the 
colony until April, 1766, a month after Parliament repealed the 
Stamp Act
By this time the currency Act of 1764 had been in effect for 
two years, and Virginians had changed their attitude towards it. 
Originally pleased with its requirement to restrict paper currency, 
they found in practice the law did more harm than good. Between 
1764 and 1766 Virginia's economy stabilized somewhat and the 
exchange rate became even, ending the streak of difficult financial 
years, concurrently, however, the money supply continued to 
contract. No new coin was brought in and the old paper issues were 
being retired, with some fancy footwork the House of Burgesses kept 
existing paper currency in circulation beyond its redemption date. 
Allason noted in a letter to his brother in 1767 that "Money becomes 
exceeding scarce among us, I suspect we shall in some time be as 
fond of having our Assembly authorized by parliament, to Emitt more 
paper currency, as we was some time ago of preventing it, in short 
there is not over a sufficiency in circulation."® The colony was 
rapidly running out of money. Most Virginians were in debt to the 
British merchants who had introduced the bill, and the creditors had 
not endeared themselves to the colonists by shrinking the major 
source of legal tender.
Relations between planters and merchants were strained, at the 
least, and sometimes were downright unfriendly. Allason, conscious 
of the dislike for those in his profession, wrote to a British 
merchant in 1764, "As it is sometimes Dangerous in Traveling through 
our wooden country Particulary at this time when the Planters are 
pressed for old Ballances we find it necessary to carry with us some
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defensive Weapons, for that purpose youll be pleased to send us by 
some of the first Ships for this River a pair [of] Pistols.*9
The Townsend Duties, passed on July 2, 1767 to take effect on 
October 1st, drove another wedge between planters and merchants,
h
though it did not become manifest immediately. Charles Townsend, 
the Chancellor of the Exchequer, proposed small duties on a variety 
of items, including glass, paints, lead, paper, silk, and tea, as a 
way for Britain to recover from the financial problems brought on by 
its war with France. Many Americans resented the duties, and they 
attempted to challenge the law through legal and constitutional 
means. Their efforts were thwarted, however, by Lord Hillsborough, 
secretary of state for colonial affairs, who ordered royal governors 
to dissolve any colony's legislature if it spoke out against the
hTownsend Duties.
Virginia's House of Burgesses, primarily made up of planters, 
saw the Duties as a threat to the colonial government's autonomy and 
responded by reasserting its exclusive right to levy taxes on 
Virginia. The next day, May 17, 1769, the legislature was dissolved 
by Virginia's royal governor. The former Burgesses chose to 
retaliate by refusing to import luxury goods primarily. Textiles 
which were affected included silks, gauze, cambric, muslin, calico, 
woolens, and broadcloth. Most merchants, who were largely 
unaffected by the Townsend Duties because of the minimal extra cost 
to their business, were not pleased with the planters' import 
embargo and chose not to participate.
The planter-legislators made up the discontented class in 
Virginia, a result of their losing struggle to pay off their British 
creditors, one historian has characterized the planters as
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"animated by a desire to curtail living expenses and to strike at 
their creditors."10 Avoiding British goods sounded feasible in the 
abstract, but the planters found it difficult to put into practice. 
This, combined with the merchants' blatent disregard for the 
agreement, actually resulted in a slight increase in imports to the 
southern colonies in 1769 over the year before, with Virginia the 
worst offender. Southern colonists had closer ties with England 
than their northern neighbors, and believed that "English goods were 
ever the best.*11 southerners probably worried that British 
products would no longer be available and thus bought in larger 
quantities that year. Their behavior was in stark contrast to the 
northern colonists, when the boycott went into effect in the North 
in 1769, imports dropped two-thirds from the year before.
Meanwhile the House of Burgesses disregarded the Currency Act, 
issuing 10,000 pounds in paper money in December 1769. This amount 
"did little to relieve the dearth of cash in Virginia,"12 and as 
Thomas Adams, a Virginian merchant, stated in May of the following 
year, "The Scarcity of money is so great in this Country that it is 
impossible for the ablest men to comply with their Engagements."13 
Virginians felt forced to make a choice: buy fewer British goods or
fail to pay their debts.^ Allason, hurt by this situation, passed 
on his difficulties to his British suppliers. He wrote in October 
1769 to a British merchant, "our trade is very dull for want of 
Currency & consequently want of payments, our produce you know will 
seldom command money but [at] a considerable loss."1^ By this time 
British merchants had become increasingly aware of the problems they 
had wrought by pushing for the Currency Act, but no immediate action 
was taken and the Burgesses continued to issue paper money
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sporadically.
Parliament repealed the Townsend Duties in April 1770, except 
for the tax on tea. However, planters still wanted to continue the 
non-importation effort. Realizing it would not be successful 
without the support of the mercantile profession, they attempted to 
form an association with the merchants in Williamsburg in order to 
enforce the boycott of British goods. The merchants' less than 
enthusiastic support, buoyed by a general subsiding of the never 
strong non-importation spirit, especially once the Duties were 
repealed, caused the association to disband in July 1771. Allason 
showed how seriously he took the association when he wrote to a 
British merchant, "As the inhabitants of this and the neighbouring 
Colonies have entered into Assotiations against the importation of 
Paper above 8/.[shillings] p rheam, which pays a duty in consequence 
of Acts of Parliament, for the purpose of raising a revenue in 
America, it will be necessary that the Package be said to contain 
only printed books."16 The merchants' stance did not endear them to 
their planter-customers, who did not forget their lack of support in 
the following years.
* * *
The seven years covered in this chapter were tense ones for 
American merchants. The economic climate was volatile, and 
political events disrupted "business as usual." During this period 
William Allason appears to have made his fabric choices based on the 
political climate rather than on fashion trends. This was 
especially evident in 1766 and 1770, the years following the passage 
of the stamp Act and Townsend Duties, respectively.
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The first year, 1764-1765, was a slow one for textile purchases 
in Allason's store, it appears to be part of a string of years, 
beginning in 1762, during which Allason kept his purchases low. He 
tried to stay out of debt and make a profit by purchasing only items 
that were in demand and out of stock. The stamp Act was passed in 
1765, but most of Allason's orders were made in late 1764, and only 
one was placed in early 1765. a s a result the 1764-1765 fiscal year 
did not reflect the effects the Act had on his business. During 
this year Allason purchased approximately 4,500 yards of ten fabrics 
at a cost of about 420 pounds, usually he ordered more types of 
wools in a given year than any other fabric, but this time was 
different. Of the ten fabrics that Allason ordered, 5 were linens, 
only 2 were wools, with one was cotton, and the other two were plaid 
and check. Not surprisingly linens accounted for almost 80 percent 
of the total yardage, and osnaburg alone represented 30 percent. 
Surprisingly four of the linens - holland, linen, sheeting, and 
bedtick - were also the most expensive fabrics noted on the
1764-1765 invoices, a s an explanation, Allason did not order any 
costly silks or cottons this year, and the two wools, tammy and 
calimanco, were fairly common and inexpensive. The average cost for 
a yard of fabric was 11.8 pence, definitely low and below the mean 
for the fifteen years. The index value was 1.74, also a low 
number. During this year Allason reordered the basics and the best 
sellers. The next year was quite the opposite, as the stamp Act 
went into effect.
The high index value of 2.09 for textiles ordered 1765-1766 
reflects a group of expensive, luxury fabrics. The high incidence 
of silks, including silk damask, taffeta, and lutesting, along with
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five others, goes a long way toward explaining this high number. 
Allason never ordered so many silks again. Not only did he purchase 
a large variety of silks, but also more yards than in any other 
year. The 312 yards accounted for .3 percent of the 1765-1766 
fabric orders, a small number perhaps, but the largest percentage of 
silk ordered in one year during the time Allason was in business. 
Besides silks, expensive wools and cottons, like broadcloth and 
calico, were among the orders, and they pushed the average cost per 
yard up to 16.1 pence. Decidedly 1765-1766 was an expensive year in 
terms of textile prices. Allason purchased 70 different types of 
fabrics during this time, making it a period of tremendous 
diversity. As usual most of these fabrics were wools followed by an 
almost equal number of linens and cottons. The year 1766 was a big 
one in yardage as well. Allason ordered approximately 12,500 yards 
at a cost of 919 pounds, a s  with other years, most of the yardage 
(67 percent) was linens, with osnaburg accounting for 40 percent.
The 1765-1766 year came in fifth in yardage for the fifteen years, 
but third in cost. Apparently Allason paid more for these fabrics 
then he might have in another year.
This large and diverse order may have been Allason's reaction 
to the Stamp Act. He could not have predicted that the Act would 
last only five months. He probably believed that tensions between 
England and her American colonies would get worse, perhaps causing 
trade to be effectively cut off. To avoid depleting his stock he 
made large orders, and he made a point of buying luxury fabrics like 
silk, since they seemed to be what England wanted to tax or the 
colonists wanted to boycott. Another explanation for this year's 
sizable purchase may be the change in tobacco prices. For several
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years they had been dropping slowly, but 1766 was the first of 
several years with short crops resulting in higher prices. 
Consequently Allason's customers may have had more money to spend, 
or at least more credit, and he wanted to take advantage of this.
The following year, 1766-1767, Allason ordered almost the same 
number of yards (12,300) but at a cost of 726 pounds, 20 percent 
less than the year before. The average cost fell 3 pence to 13.2 
pence and the index value dropped to 1.92, but both numbers were 
still relatively high for the years he was in business, one reason 
for these above-average numbers was the inclusion in his invoices of 
such fabrics as silk damask, chintz, lawn (a fine linen), and 
quality wools like kersey, bearskin, and Wilton cloth. Parliament 
passed the Townsend Duties during Allason's 1766-1767 fiscal year, 
and consequently the orders from this time do not yet reflect his 
reaction, if any, to the Duties. He continued as he had before 
ordering more types of wools than anything else. They accounted for 
38 percent of the different kinds of fabrics, although more yards of 
linen were purchased (68 percent of the total). He did procure two 
silks, the silk damask and alamode, a thin fabric often dyed black 
for mourning, which Allason only acquired this one time. Since it 
does not occur on any of his inventory lists, alamode could have 
been specially ordered by a customer. Allason bought both these 
silks before July, when the Townsend Duties were passed, and 
exported silk therefore became a taxed commodity. During the next 
few years Allason's silk purchases were either extremely small or 
nonexistant.
During 1767-1768, the year after the Townsend Duties went into 
effect, Allason kept the number of fabrics he purchased and the
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amount of yardage low. He placed orders for approximately 8,370 
yards at a cost of about 422 pounds. This was a rather inexpensive 
year, for the average cost per yard was 11.5 pence, well below the 
mean. The index value of 1.61 was also low. An explanation for 
this could be that 80 percent of the yards ordered were linens, 
which tended to be inexpensive, osnaburg, the least expensive 
linen, accounted for an unusually high 55 percent of the total 
yardage. This, combined with the small number of luxury items, 
explained the low value of this year's orders. Besides the seven 
linens acquired for the store in 1767-1768, Allason also purchased 
seven wools, two cottons, and one silk. The tax on silk became a 
reality in October 1767, and consequently Allason purchased even 
smaller amounts of silk than usual. However, not all of Allason's 
goods were ordered from British suppliers. He also bought textiles 
from other local merchants, especially those in Fredericksburg. 
Allason could have purchased silk from a local merchant, who would 
have bought it before the Duties went into effect, and thus at a 
lower cost.
The following year, 1768-1769, was quite similar in several 
respects, though he did purchase about 2,000 more yards for a total 
of 10,900 at a cost of 555 pounds. The average cost per yard was
11.5 pence and the index value has been calculated at 1.80, close to
the year before. He also kept the number of fabrics ordered low at 
23. The make-up of the textiles ordered was a little different. 
Twelve of the fabrics were wool, ranging from inexpensive tammy to 
broadcloth, the most costly. Five fabrics were linens, but as usual 
they accounted for the bulk of the yardage (79 percent), with
osnaburg alone constituting 37 percent. There were
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two cottons, one wool-linen blend, 3 unidentified, and no silk.
in May, 1769 Virginia's Burgesses passed their non-importation 
agreement. Allason did not date any of the invoices from the
1768-1769 fiscal year, so there is a difficulty ascertaining when he 
placed his orders, if he placed them as he had in past years he 
probably purchased most of his goods shortly after taking inventory 
in October 1768, before the legislators formed their non-importation 
decision. The types of fabrics he acquired do not reflect a 
reaction to the agreement, although the next year he clearly felt 
its effects.
Allason ordered 63 different types of fabrics during the
1769-1770 fiscal year, second only to 1765-1766 in variety.
However, in total yardage this year ranked fourth at about 12,780 
yards. The cost of this was 750 pounds with the average cost" per 
yard at 12.5 pence, an increase of 1 pence over the last two years. 
The index value for 1769-1770 was 1.83, above average for the 
fifteen years. The years 1766 and 1770 were both times when the 
colonies were reacting to tax acts from Britain. Allason's response 
was similar on both occasions: he tended to increase the diversity
of his stock considerably and he also purchased more luxury items. 
This was at odds with the non-importation agreement. All the 
fabrics listed on it were high quality cloths and most Virginians 
could probably live without them. Allason, however, seemed to use 
the agreement as a shopping list when placing his orders, in 
1769-1770, Allason purchased every fabric mentioned on the 
agreement, which included cambric, muslin, silk gauze, calico, and 
broadcloth. The boycott also covered all silks and expensive 
woolens, in response Allason ordered 6 silks and 20 woolens,
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including the very expensive plush, hair shag, stuff, and a wool 
simply called cloth. Allason's ordering helps explain why Virginia 
was the worst offender of non-importation. Like most Virginian 
merchants at the time, Allason's loyalties were probably with 
Britain, and not with Virginia. His actions reflect a concern with 
his own economic well-being, and little interest in appeasing irate 
legislators.
The year 1769 marked the end of Allason's contract with his 
silent partners, and he decided to become the sole owner of the 
store, as a result, he purchased his partners' share of the stock, 
and these purchases were listed with the invoices, one invoice for 
textiles was noted as bought from "John Mitchell as 1/4 concerned in 
store, W.A. Co., October 1, 1769." This transaction explains in 
part why this was such a big year in diversity and yardage.
During 1770-1771 Allason only ordered 38 fabrics, but he 
purchased 26,980 yards. This yardage figure is second only to that 
for his opening year. The total cost also ranks second at 1,474 
pounds. The average cost per yard of fabric at 12.5 pence was the 
same as the year before. The index value slipped significantly to 
1.68, indicating that there was a limited number of luxury fabrics. 
He did not order any silk this year, though he did acquire Norwich 
Crape, a silk and cotton blend. Exactly half of the fabrics were 
wool, four of which were expensive, averaging over 4 shillings a 
yard. The bulk of the fabrics were under 2 shillings (24 pence) per 
yard, keeping the average cost down. The year 1771 was a big one 
for osnaburg, because Allason ordered over 10,000 yards, 40 percent 
of the year's total yardage. Altogether linens accounted for 67 
percent of the yards, so even though the totals
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were much larger than normal, the percentage was in keeping with 
earlier years.
in 1770-1771 Allason first listed the locations of all his 
suppliers on the invoices. Of the 14 men or companies named five 
were in Liverpool, two each were in Port Royal, Glasgow, and 
Fredericksburg, and one each for London, Bristol and Leeds, in this 
year Allason purchased almost all his textiles from British 
suppliers, and those orders he placed with the two Fredericksburg 
merchants were relatively small: william Porter sold him cambric
and lawn, both fine linens, and James somervill sold Allason 316 1/2 
yards of plaid at 9 pence per yard. Allason may have purchased this 
latter fabric for its cost, since only five fabrics, including 
osnaburg and roles, were less expensive than the plaid.
These seven years from 1764 to 1771 illustrate quite clearly 
Allason*s purchasing practices in regard to textiles. He was not 
usually interested in acquiring the latest fashions for his store, 
instead, he stocked his shelves primarily with the cheap 
necessities, when Allason bought the more expensive fabrics, he 
appears to have done so because of the reactions he expected to 
political events, not because his patrons* whims and fancies.
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CHAPTER III 
THE FINAL YEARS, 1771-1775
A l l a s o n  found the four yea r s  w h i c h  immed i a t e l y  p r e c e d e d  the 
R e v o l u t i o n a r y  war t rying ones. Merchants, both in V i r g i n i a  and the 
mo t h e r  country, felt V i r g i n i a n s '  i n c r e a s i n g  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  and 
anger w i t h  Britain. T h e  planters' f r u s t r a t i o n  over their constant 
debt, the i n s e n s i t i v e  h a n d l i n g  of the A m e r i c a n  c o lonies b y  the 
B r i t i s h  P a r l i a m e n t ,  and a maj o r  cre d i t  c r isis in 1772 m a d e  the 
d e c i s i o n  to bre a k  from E n g l a n d  r e l a t i v e l y  easy for a number of the 
farmers. M o s t  merchants, however, did not support the m o v e  to 
split from England, and their control of m o n e y  and credit h a m p e r e d 
the radicals' effort to e s t a b l i s h  an inde p e n d e n t  nation. By  late 
1774 V i r g i n i a ' s  plan t e r s  had d e v i s e d  a m e t h o d  of e f f e c t i v e l y  
s u p p r e s s i n g  the m e r c h a n t  p o p u l a t i o n  by  closing the courts, and 
t h e r e b y  p r e v e n t i n g  s h o p k e e p e r s  f r o m  c o l l e c t i n g  their debts. 
A l l a s o n ' s  b u s i n e s s  was u n a b l e  to survive.
B e f o r e  the s t o r m  of the R e v o l u t i o n a r y  War years, B r i t a i n  and 
V i r g i n i a  w ent thro u g h  a p e r i o d  of r e l a t i v e  econ o m i c  calm. F r o m  
1770 to the b e g i n n i n g  of 1772 B r i t a i n  e x p e r i e n c e d  a boom, a time of 
r e l a t i v e  p e a c e  and pros p e r i t y ,  and V i r g i n i a n s  e n j o y e d  the r e s u l t i n g  
e x p a n s i o n  of credit. C o n c u r r e n t l y ,  d e s p i t e  bumper crops and 
b e c a u s e  of e a s y  c redit av a i l a b i l i t y ,  ris i n g  p rices s t a b i l i z e d  the
t o b a c c o  m a r k e t . *  On J u n e  10, 1772, however, the Ayr Bank of
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Scotland failed, causing a chain reaction that sent the economy of 
the entire British Empire on a downward slide. Virginia did not 
escape the affects of this economic calamity.
When the Ayr Bank, one of the largest in Britain, closed, many 
smaller banks, dependent on its credit, were forced to shut their 
doors as well. This reaction cut off credit to many mercantile 
firms, which were pressed by bankers to pay off their outstanding 
debts, in turn, British merchants called in debts from their 
American counterparts, as a result, Virginia merchants had to 
press their planter-patrons for cash, though currency was scarce.2
The effects of financially-strapped British businesses reduced 
their purchases of tobacco and the supply of credit were 
devastating to Virginia, in the summer of 1773 Allason wrote to a 
British merchant, "I am much concerned to observe the great 
difficulties the trade Labours under in Britain by the failure of 
some great Houses, the consequences have extended to this part of 
the World to a violent degree, and unless our Proncipal [sic] 
export, Tobo., can be kept up in value at home, I don't see how we 
shall be enabled to discharge our debts on your side [of] the 
water. That article is so extremely low here at present that it 
goes a very inconsiderable way in discharge of the Planters 
Ballances. For my part I think of not ordering any more Goods 
untill [sic] I can see some probability of being paid for what I 
have already sold, as well as being enabled to pay for what may 
afterwards be wanted."3 Later that year Allason wrote to another 
merchant, "I have just now arrived [i.e. received] from [Clay & 
Midgley] Goods [valued at] 180.12.5 pounds the last I intend to 
import untill [sic] an alteration in the times, for it seems to
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answer but little p u r p o s e  to stake or credit at home, to su p p l y  
t ho s e  h ere w h o  a r e  u n a b l e  to pay. This plan I think of a d h e r i n g  to 
strictly, & in the m e a n t i m e  Co l e c t  [sic] and S e c u r e  what I h a v e  now 
due, as w ell as I c a n . " 4 T h e  credit crisis e v e n t u a l l y  d i m i n i s h e d  
in severity, and n o r m a l  trade r e l ations r e s umed b y  the end of
1773. But the a n t a g o n i s m  V i r g i n i a ' s  p l anters felt t o w ards B r i t i s h  
m e r c h a n t s  did not d i s s i p a t e  as quickly, a dding to the a l r e a d y 
s t r a i n e d  re l a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  m other c o u n t r y  and colony.
T h e  c redit c risis led in part to P a r l i a m e n t ' s  deci s i o n  to 
r e c o n s i d e r  the C u r r e n c y  Act. in 1773 P a r l i a m e n t  m a d e  an a t t e m p t  to 
co r r e c t  its m i s t a k e  of c u t t i n g  off the c u r r e n c y  s upply b y  all o w i n g  
V i r g i n i a  to c r e a t e  a loan o f f i c e  for the p u r p o s e  of issuing 
c u r r e n c y  to p a y  public, not private, debts, p a r l i a m e n t ' s  action, 
however, had li t t l e  a m e l i o r a t i v e  effect. Th e  d a m a g e  of the 
C u r r e n c y  A c t  ha d  long since been done, and the e s t a b l i s h m e n t  of the 
l oan o f f i c e  see m e d  to be little m o r e  than a gesture, o v e r s h a d o w e d  
b y  P a r l i a m e n t ' s  lack of r e s p o n s i v e n e s s  to the colonists' 
g r i e v a n c e s ,  in 1773 p a r l i a m e n t  enacted L o r d  N o r t h ' s  Tea Act. 
A m e r i c a n s  in the N o r t h e r n  colo n i e s  r e a c t e d  strongly, their anger 
c u l m i n a t i n g  in the i n famous B o s t o n  T e a  p a r t y  on D e cember 16, 1773. 
L o r d  N o r t h  r e t a l i a t e d  b y  c l o s i n g  the p ort of Bos t o n  in March,
1774. T h e  B o s t o n  p o r t  Bill was the first in a s eries of acts that 
c ame to be known c o l l e c t i v e l y  in A m e r i c a  as the i n t o l e r a b l e  Acts. 
A l t h o u g h  t h e s e  a cts w e r e  aimed p r i m a r i l y  at c o n t a i n i n g  N e w  
E n g l a n d ' s  r e b e l l i o u s n e s s ,  V i r g i n i a  felt their effect and cho s e  to 
r e s p o n d  to t h e m  none t h e l e s s .
S h o r t l y  b e f o r e  th e  c l o s i n g  of B o s t o n ' s  p o r t  the l e g i s l a t u r e s  
c o n vened, a n d  r e s p o n d e d  w i t h  a day of "fasting, h u m i l i a t i o n ,  and
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p ray e r , "  and a d e c i s i o n  not to import tea. T his was done a g a i n s t  
t h e  w i s h e s  of the royal governor, w h o  had d i s s olved the H o u s e  of 
B u r g e s s e s  the year before, after the V i r g i n i a  A s s e m b l y  had p r o p o s e d  
the c r e a t i o n  of a s t a n d i n g  c o m m i t t e e  of C o r r e s p o n d e n c e  and urged 
other c o l o n i e s  to do the same. J a m e s  M a d i s o n  com m e n t e d  that 
o p p o s i t i o n  to B o s t o n - r e a c t i o n  mea s u r e s  came p r i m a r i l y  from "the 
E u r o p e a n s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  the Scotch, and some in t e r e s t e d  m e r c h a n t s  
a m o n g  the n a t ives [who] d i s c o u n t e n a n c e  such p r o c e e d i n g s  as far as 
t h e y  dare; a l l e d g i n g  the i n j u s t i c e  an d  p e r f i d y  of refu s i n g  to pay 
our debts to our g e n e r o u s  c r e d i t o r s  at home."^
Allason took the same postition as his fellow scotch 
merchants. He chose not to publicize his opinions and speak out 
against the Assembly's actions, however, feeling the pragmatic 
course to be accepting the Virginia legislature's authority. His 
loyalties were also tempered by his marriage to Anne Hooe of 
Fauquier county in 1772, and the subsequent birth of his daughter. 
Allason did not want to jeopardize the safety of his family. Being 
a merchant was a dangerous occupation, one reason Allason actively 
supported the acquisition of a fire engine for Falmouth during the 
early 1770s. Arsonists frequently singled out merchants as 
targets, as Allason once was himself.*5
in Nov e m b e r ,  1774 V i r g i n i a  l e g i slators aga i n  ask e d  the 
m e r c h a n t s  to join an associa t i o n ,  so they could r e s p o n d  to the 
P a r l i a m e n t a r y  acts together. T h e  c o n t i n e n t a l  c o n g r e s s  ha d  r e solved  
a m o n t h  earlier that e v e r y  c o l o n y  was to f orm an a s s o ciation 
" w h e r e b y  men a g r e e d  not to import nor consume goods from Gre a t  
B r i t a i n  nor e x p o r t  goo d s  to th e  mother c o u n t r y . B e c a u s e  the 1770 
a s s o c i a t i o n  ha d  f ailed and m e r c h a n t s  b l a m e d  for the failure, they
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w e r e  not a l l o w e d  p o w e r f u l  roles. T o  m a k e  sure they c o m p l i e d  w ith  
the asso c i a t i o n ,  merchants' b o o k s  cou l d  be o pened at s u r p r i s e  
inspections. Most merchants, p r i m a r i l y  the S cotch ones, s e c r e t l y  
o p p o s e d  the a s s o c i a t i o n  and w e r e  s u s p e c t e d  of such b y  the radical 
sepa r a t i s t s ,  se n s i n g  d i f f i c u l t  t i m e s  ahead, m e r c h a n t s  began 
p r e s s i n g  their debtors for p a y m e n t  often p u s h i n g  t h e m  to 
b a n k r u p c y .  A l l a s o n  w r o t e  in e a r l y  1775 to a gen t l e m a n  w h o  owed him 
money, "You m a y  b e l i e v e  I d e p e n d e d  on p a y m e n t  f rom you long b e f o r e  
this time, and was you a c q u a i n t e d  w i t h  the m a n y  uses I h a v e  for 
m o n e y  to p a y  m y  Debts, y o u  in j u s t i c e  to y o u r s e l f  as w ell as to my 
C r e d i t ,  w o u ' d  fall on  e v e r y  m e t h o d  that is justi f i a b l e  t o  pay. Y o u  
m a y  g u e s s  my s i t u a t i o n  w i t h  re s p e c t  to the Debts I owe in B r i t a i n  
w h e n  I inf o r m  you what you a l r e a d y  know, that I h ave o nly a few  
m o n t h s  f r o m  this time to d i s c h a r g e  t h e m  in w h i c h  if I cannot comply 
with, m y  c r e d i t  a g a inst a future d a y  m u s t  be e n t i r e l y  r u i n e d . "8 
W i t h  c o n s t a n t  p r e s s u r e  like this, the p l a n t e r - l e g i s l a t o r s  felt that 
their o n l y  r e c o u r s e  was to t ake a w a y  the merchants' power over 
them, in A u g u s t ,  1774 the H o u s e  of B u r g e s s e s  cl o s e d  all the co u n t y  
c o u r t s  of j u s tice on the g r o u n d s  that the A s s e m b l y  had not r e n e w e d  
th e  F e e  Act. as h a p p e n e d  w h e n  the S t a m p  A c t  closed the courts ten 
yea r s  earlier, m e r c h a n t s  w e r e  n o  longer le g a l l y  able to co l l e c t  
their debts. T h i s  a c t i o n  e f f e c t i v e l y  r e m o v e d  t hem as a n u i s a n c e  to 
V i r g i n i a ' s  p l a n t e r - l e g i s l a t o r s . A l l a s o n  had w r i t t e n  a mon t h  
earlier that "in this part of the coun t r y ,  our c o u r t s  h a v e  given 
out d o i n g  Business, some of our J u s t i c e s  say they w o n ' t  even grant 
a t t a c h m e n t s ,  however n e c e s s a r y  t h e y  m a y  appear, if the debt is du e  
to Gentn. in G B r i t a i n —  Some c l e r k s  a l s o  r e f u s e  to  grant writs for 
the same reason, tho' they w o u l d  h a v e  it to appear that their
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re f u s a l  p r o c e e d s  o n l y  from the E x p i r a t i o n  of their Fee Bill."^
Later that year Allason wrote to his brother, "The 1st of this 
instant [i.e. December] the importation of Goods from Britain to 
America ceased, by the determination of the General Congress, and a 
stop to all exports to the same takes place the 10th of next 
September, both of which, but particularly the latter will lay the 
trading people here, as well as on your side the water, under many 
inconveniences..."10 The next month he stated in another letter, 
"The situation of the Merchants here are realy [sic] bad, for our 
Courts of Justice does [sic] no Business, therefore we are under 
the necessity of depending on the Peoples principles only, some of 
which are not the best as in other places."11 on March 25, 1775 
the House of Burgesses announced that "on account of the unsettled 
state of public affairs" the courts would continue to remain closed 
except for criminal cases.12
in the m i d s t  of all this t u r moil A l l a s o n  b e g a n  s l o w l y  to c l ose 
his bu s i n e s s .  H e  had i n i t i a t e d  the p r o c e s s  s h o r t l y  after his 
m a r r i a g e  in 1772, but the d i f f i c u l t i e s  of 1774-1775 p r o b a b l y  p u s h e d  
h i m  to d o  it q u ickly. H e  intended this to be  a t e m p o r a r y  measure, 
p l a n n i n g  to o p e n  h i s  store up again o nce m a t t e r s  r e t u r n e d  to 
normal, bu t  this was not to be the case, in 1775 he m o ved to his 
w i f e ' s  p l a n t a t i o n  in F a uquier c o u n t y  and left the c l o s i n g  of the 
s t o r e  to his b r o t h e r  David.
D u r i n g  the e a r l y  years of the war the C o m m i t t e e  of sa f e t y  
s u s p e c t e d  A l l a s o n  of s e c r e t l y  su p p o r t i n g  the B r i t i s h  cause by 
c o n s i g n i n g  arms to L o r d  Dunmore, and it f orced h i m  to answer the 
accus a t i o n .  A l l a s o n  c o n v i n c e d  the c o m m i t t e e  of his innocence, 
t hough his letters show h i m  to  be g u i l t y  not o nly as accused, but
41
al s o  of a d v a n c i n g  m o n e y  to the B r i t i s h  war e f f o r t . 13 A l l a s o n  never 
re t u r n e d  to S c o t l a n d  after 1757, but his loyalties w e r e  alw a y s  w ith 
Britain.
On c e  the war e n d e d  A l l a s o n  kept h i m s e l f  o c c u p i e d  w i t h  his 
f a m i l y  and the c o l l e c t i o n  of debts still owed to h i m  from his 
m e r c h a n t  days. H e  d i e d  in 1800 at the age of 80 on his Fauquier 
C o u n t y  plant a t i o n .
* * *
During the last four years of his business Allason ordered 
fewer fabrics and dwindling amounts of yardage. His buying 
patterns remained consistent with previous years, however; he 
continued to purchase small quantities of a variety of fabrics and 
concentrated his orders on the cheaper linens that his customers 
obviously wanted. The 1771-1772 fiscal year was in the middle of 
the prosperous period before the fall of the Ayr Bank, however 
Allason placed almost all his orders for this year before June 
10th. His purchases of 13,740 yards of cloth reflect the thriving 
times, making it the third largest year in total yardage. The 
total cost came to 793 pounds, making the average price per yard 
13.2 pence, which was in keeping with the fifteen years he was in 
business. The index value was somewhat low at 1.72. Allason 
purchased 32 fabrics in 1771-1772; a third of them were wools, 
along with 7 linens, 6 cottons, 2 silks, 4 blends, and 4 identified 
by weave, not fiber. Forty-six percent of the yardage consisted of 
osnaburg, with the other six linens making up 30 percent more. 
Allason ordered only a limited number of expensive, luxury fabrics 
during the year. The four most expensive ones —  broadcloth,
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chintz, lawn, and duffle —  all costing over 3 1/2 shillings per 
yard, were 4 percent of the total yardage.
T h e  year 1772 was not o n l y  a time of B r i t i s h  bank failures,
b u t  a l s o  the year A l l a s o n  m a r r i e d  Miss Hooe. His o rders of
1772-1773 r e f l e c t  the s t r a i n e d  financial situation, as w e l l  as his 
d e c i s i o n  to p h a s e  out his shop. H e  p u r c h a s e d  o nly 13 fabrics 
t o t a l i n g  just under 7,600 yards at a cost of 300 pounds. T h e  
a v e r a g e  p r i c e  per y a r d  came to 10.3 pence, m a k i n g  it one of the 
lowest. T h e  index value at 1.35 r e f l e c t e d  the low p r i c e  per yard. 
T h e s e  n u m b e r s  can be e x p l a i n e d  by the fact that six of the fabrics
—  a l m o s t  half —  c o n s i s t e d  of linens, w h i c h  m a d e  up 78 p e r c e n t  of 
the y ardage, o s n a b u r g  alo n e  a m o u n t e d  to 4,533 yards, a c c o u n t i n g  
for 60 p e r c e n t  of the total order. T h e  four m o s t  c o s t l y  ma t e r i a l s
—  the wools, W i l t o n  cloth, serge, and shalloon, and the silk 
l o r e t t o e s  —  r e p r e s e n t e d  o n l y  5 pe r c e n t  of the yardage, a figure  
c l o s e  to that of the y ear before. T h e  fiscal year 1772-1773 turned
out to be the last one A l l a s o n  o r d e r e d  a silk fabric, and it was
o n l y  t ime he  o r d e r e d  lorettoes.
T h e  orders for the next year, 1773-1774, c l e a r l y  show that 
A l l a s o n  p l a n n e d  to p h a s e  out hi s  business. He p u r c h a s e d  a little 
less than 7,000 y a r d s  of ten fabrics, at a cost of 300 pounds. T h e  
p r i c e  per y a r d  a v e r a g e d  10.3 pence, tied for the lowest d u r i n g  the 
y e a r s  his sto r e  was open. T h e  low index value of 1.40 was also 
similar to the year before. T h e  5,266 yards of o s n a b u r g  A l l a s o n  
b o u g h t  d u r i n g  1773-1774 e x p l a i n e d  the s e  numbers, s i nce this y a r d a g e  
r e p r e s e n t e d  76 p e r c e n t  of the total. O n l y  one other linen - roles
— wa s  a c q u i r e d  but the 24 yar d s  he bo u g h t  had no a f f e c t  on the 
p e r c e n t a g e .  No t  all of the o s n a b u r g  p u r c h a s e d  this year w e n t  into
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the store. Next to an order placed on May 10, 1774 for 936 yards 
of the very best German osnaburg Allason wrote that this fabric was 
■to be laid aside for Family use, to last for several years, in 
case the non-importation agreement is confirmed by the General 
Congress to meet at Philadelphia the 5th Sept." Besides the two 
linens, Allason ordered six wools ranging from broadcloth, costing 
10 shillings 7 pence per yard, to shalloon at 16 pence, as well as 
cotton and linsey-woolsey.
in h i s  last year in b u s i ness, 1774-1775, A l l a s o n  again 
p u r c h a s e d  ten fabrics, bu t  the v o l u m e  t o t a l e d  o nly 2,500 yards, 
o n l y  1761-1762 h a d  less total yardage. T h e  four linens, three 
wools, two cottons, and "check," (fiber u n s p e c i f i e d ) ,  cost 172 
p o u n d s  a v e r a g i n g  18.7 p e n c e  per yard, a r e l a t i v e l y  high number.
T h e  index v a l u e  was also h i g h  at 1.96. T h e  low p e r c e n t a g e  of 
linens —  45 p e r c e n t  o s n a b u r g  and 19 p e r c e n t  other linens —  in 
p a r t  e x p l a i n s  these h igh figures. Duffle, frieze, bearskin, and 
calico, the four m o s t  e x p e n s i v e  fabrics, h e l p e d  k eep the a v e r a g e  
c ost high.
The four years preceding the Revolutionary war tried the 
patience of many merchants in the American colonies. Pressure to 
be generous with credit and repayment time and forced participation 
in the boycott of many British goods, strained the ability of many 
merchants to stay in business. Allason felt these pressures, and 
he reacted at first by decreasing his inventory, once fighting 
broke out between England and her colonies, he left the mercantile 
business altogether realizing that trade would be disrupted until 
the conflict was resolved, in a letter dated April 4, 1775 Allason
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w r o t e  to a B r i t i s h  m e r c hant, "I am r e a l y  [sic] a f r a i d  w e  shall see 
t r o u b l e s o m e  times here, b e f o r e . ..matters are fully settled, and 
even then, I s u s p e c t  not to the s a t i s f a c t i o n  of both p arties, when 
m a t t e r s  a r e  fully s e t t l e d  b e t w e e n  B r i tain & A m e r i c a  & not b e f o r e  I 
shall be  in w a n t  of m o r e  G o o d s  in your wa y  w h i c h  if a g r e e a b l e  may 
send me by the first oppo. after this de s i r a b l e  E v e n t  has 
h a p p e n e d . " 14 A l l a s o n ' s  last inventory, taken on September 5, 1775, 
sh o w e d  2,400 y a r d s  of m a t e r i a l  unsold, most of w h i c h  had been 
o r d e r e d  earlier that year. A l l a s o n  had sold over 98 pe r c e n t  of the 
y a rds o r d e r e d  d u r i n g  his y e a r s  as a merchant, and as a c o n s e q u e n c e  
his stock can be c o n s i d e r e d  a good indica t i o n  of w h a t  his customers  
w a n t e d  to buy.
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C H A P T E R  IV
ANALYSIS
Allason's textile records help paint the picture of Virginia's 
dry goods market, especially the needs and make-up of his 
clientele. Quite clearly, Allason's customers demanded textiles, 
in 1772, for example, his fabric purchases accounted for 69 percent 
of his total costs.* The other 31 percent was made up of an 
assortment of objects, including tin, medicines, guns, slate, salad 
oil, looking glasses, indigo, ceramics such as creamware and 
stoneware, mitts and hatts, as well as violins and fiddle strings. 
Allason filled his store with an interesting variety of goods, yet 
the textiles were the mainstay and backbone of his business. His 
purchasing practices were not unusual, since fabrics comprised 
between 40-80 percent of most merchants' inventories during the 
eighteenth century.2 .
A l l a s o n ' s  V i r g i n i a n  c l i e n t e l e  w a n t e d  p r i m a r i l y  cheap,
u t i l i t a r i a n  textiles, like osnaburg, in e x t r e m e l y  large
q u a n t i t i e s .  M o s t  of this clo t h  w e n t  into clothing, e s p e c i a l l y
shirts, for b o t h  farm e r s  and slaves. Yet t hey also wa n t e d  A l l a s o n
t o  stock fa b r i c s  that came in a ran g e  of costs. T h i s  treme n d o u s
r a n g e  of t e x t iles, in the f orm of c l o t h i n g  and bed furnishings,
a l l o w e d  s ome of A l l a s o n ' s  c u s tomers to a n n o u n c e  their p r e s t i g e  and
cla s s  in an e f f e c t i v e  and i m m e d i a t e  way. T h e  range in costs can be
easily illustrated with the index values that have been used
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t h r o u g h o u t  this paper.
T h e  a v e r a g e  index v a l u e  of fabric sold for the 15 year per i o d  
was 1.78, m e a n i n g  that the m a j o r i t y  of A l l a s o n ' s  te x t i l e  stock was 
of low v a l u e  and status, b u t  t h e  index v a l u e s  r a nged from 1 for 
o s n a b u r g  to 18.2 for b r o a d c l o t h .  T h i s  meant that the most 
e x p e n s i v e  fab r i c  a p a t r o n  c o u l d  p u r c h a s e  cost e i g h t e e n  t i mes m ore 
than the cheapest, t o  u n d e r s t a n d  the s i g n i f i c a n c e  of this number, 
index v a l u e s  h a v e  a l s o  b e e n  c a l c u l a t e d  for A l l a s o n ' s  tablewares.
The average index value for his plates was 2.95, in other words a 
large proportion of his customers bought plates three times the 
cost of the cheapest. The range, however, was only 1 to 3.3 
Obviously prestige and class could be more easily defined with 
fabrics than with tablewares, since the textiles had more price 
gradations.
in general wools had the h i g h e s t  index values, fol l o w e d  by 
silks and cottons. F i g u r e  2 illu s t r a t e s  the index val u e s  of each 
fiber type for five of the f i f t e e n  years. T h e  g raphs d e p i c t e d  a 
cost s t a b i l i t y  over time, e s p e c i a l l y  for linens. C o n c u r r e n t l y  
F i g u r e  2 i l l u s t r a t e s  the p e r c e n t a g e  of y a r d a g e  each fiber a c c o u n t e d  
for d u r i n g  the year. T h e  g r a p h s  te n d e d  a l most to be 
h o u r g l a s s - s h a p e d  w i t h  long, flat bases. This was a re s u l t  of wools 
b e i n g  e x p e n s i v e  and a c c o u n t i n g  for a h e a l t h y  p e r c e n t a g e  of the 
yard a g e ,  f o l l o w e d  b y  smaller a m o u n t s  of s l i g h t l y  less e x p e n s i v e  
fabrics, w i t h  a long line s y m b o l i z i n g  linens at the bottom. T his 
i l l u s t r a t i o n  r e i n f o r c e d  the t h e o r y  that A l l a s o n  p u r c h a s e d  large 
a m o u n t s  of linens and a li t t l e  bit of e v e r y t h i n g  else.
N o t  m a n y  t e x t i l e s  c o u l d  be found at the h igh end of the p r i c e  
scale. O n l y  eight f a b rics had an a v e r a g e  index val u e  over 8. Four
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of these were wools (broadcloth, "cloth," hair shag, and Dryon 
serge), 2 were silks (damask and taffeta), and humhum and velvet 
were cottons. Cambric acquired the highest index value for a linen 
at 7.2. Broadcloth had consistently high numbers, averaging 13.5. 
No other fabric in any year topped its 18.2 index value from
1765-1766. At the other end of the scale a few fabrics hovered 
around osnaburg, roles being the most common, in six of the nine 
years Allason purchased roles, its cost averaged below that of 
osnaburg. Twill, serge blanketing, hempen roles, and plaid also 
averaged close to, but usually above, an index value of 1. on the 
whole inexpensive, low-status linens clustered at the bottom of the 
scale.
During the fifteen years that Allason was in business, he 
handled 120 different types of fabrics. These types break down 
into the following broad classes:
WOOLS: 35%
LINENS: 15%
COTTONS: 12%
SILKS: 12%
BLENDS &
UNIDENTIFIED: 28%
These numbers, however, make his textile purchases look somewhat 
more diverse than they were during a typical year. For an average 
year the breakdown of textile types ordered look more like this:
WOOLS: 35%
LINENS: 31%
COTTONS: 12%
SILKS: 4%
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BLENDS &
UNIDENTIFIED: 18%
These two sets of figures, however, do not give the complete 
picture of Allason's textile purchases, nor indicate the importance 
of each fabric. The wools, for example, represented 35 percent of 
the types Allason ordered in an average year, but they made up only 
a small percentage of the total yardage he purchased, on the other 
hand, in an average year the cheaper linens made up 75 percent of 
the yards of cloth imported, with osnaburg alone accounting for 40 
percent, in general, Allason purchased large amounts of a few 
linens, and small amounts of a large variety of wools, as well as a 
few cottons and silks. His fabric choices were limited not by 
availability, but by the demands of his clientele.
Consumer demand meant that Allason needed to keep a core of 
the most wanted fabrics on his shelves at all times if his 
customers were to continue their patronage. He made this clear in 
a 1760 order to a London merchant for "a scheme of goods," 
requesting that they "come out in the Spring for by that time I 
expect to be very bare of goods...And I find there will be an 
absolute necessity of always have[ing] a good assortment in order 
to keep my customers entirely to m y s e l f . Allason's twenty core 
fabrics showed up on his invoices at least 5 of the fifteen years, 
but usually appeared 9, and he ordered them an average of 4 times 
annually. The core fabrics consisted of:
10 WOOLS: Bearskin, Broadcloth, Calimanco,
Camlet, Duffle, Fearnought, Frieze,
Serge, shalloon, Tammy 
6 LINENS: Cambric, Holland, Linen, osnaburg,
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Ticking, sheeting 
3 COTTONS: Calico, chintz, and cotton 
CHECK (any fiber, but most commonly linen).
These twenty fabrics have been studied in detail, since they 
represent the items that Allason's clientele demanded most 
consistently.
The core fabrics, though only twenty in number, accounted for 
a significant proportion (83 percent) of the yardage ordered during 
the fifteen years. Most of this yardage (35 percent) was bought in 
the three peak years: the opening year, the year of the stamp Act
(1765-66), and the year of the non-importation agreement protesting 
the Townsend Duties (1770-71). Between 1761 and 1765 Allason kept 
his yardage purchases low, since he had considerably overstocked 
his shelves during the first year, immediately following the stamp 
Act Allason cut back to a small extent on the amount of yardage 
purchased, but from 1767 to 1770 a gradual increase in fabric 
orders occured. a s  the political situation became worse during the 
period 1771 to 1774, Allason's yardage purchases declined. Three
fabrics did not fit the trend and had high points in unexpected
years: the largest order for bearskin was in 1774-75, the last
year of the store's operation, when Allason purchased 236 yards of
the fabric. A big year for cotton, with 1200 yards, was 1773-74 a 
time of declining purchases by Allason. The largest purchase of 
this cloth, however, were 1760 and 1770. With over 140 yards 
frieze had its peak year in 1762, followed by 1768, both years when 
orders for other fabrics were low. There is no evidence as to why 
Allason's purchases of bearskin, cotton, and frieze do not follow 
the pattern of his other textile purchases.
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Allason's twenty core fabrics represented a large percentage 
(79 percent) of the total value of his purchases over the fifteen 
years he was in business. The individual prices of these fabrics 
were relatively stable, especially for low cost materials. The 
average price of osnaburg during this time ranged from a high of 
10.6 pence per yard to a low of 5.3. The more expensive fabrics 
often had greater variations in price, a result almost entirely of 
political events. Broadcloth, for instance, ranged from a low of 5 
shillings 5 pence in 1762-1763 to 12 shillings 9 pence in 
1765-1766. substantial price increases occured during the stamp Act 
year and the year of reaction to the Townsend Duties' reaction. 
Eleven of the twenty textiles reached their highest prices in one 
of these two years (6 in 1765-66 and 5 in 1769-70). However, most 
price fluctuations were minor. Allason, unlike modern merchants, 
did not reduce the cost of his merchandise to increase sales.
The price of individual fabrics could be affected by color, 
weave, pattern, condition, and origin (place of manufacture), of 
these, color was the most common description. Allason listed 
sixty-seven distinct color or color mixes in his invoices for the 
fifteen years. Blue occurred in eleven of the of the twenty 
fabrics, making it the most common, white, brown, green, and red 
followed blue in popularity. While most were available in at least 
3 to 5 colors, some, like check, did not have any colors noted. 
Broadcloth, at the other extreme, came in 32 different colors.
There did not seem to be a consistent correlation between 
color and price, a s  an example, nine fabrics had "white" listed as 
a color. For the fifteen years white was the lowest-priced color 
for 3 fabrics and the highest-priced for another 3. This lack of
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correlation can be seen in specific years as well. During the 
1763-1764 fiscal year white broadcloth cost Allason 8 shillings 2 
pence (the lowest value of broadcloth listed with a color) compared 
to 10 shillings 2 pence for scarlet and 11 shillings for claret.
Two years later white frieze was valued at 8 shillings 6 pence, 
while the red version cost considerably less at 1 shilling 8 
pence. Though no color had a consistent affect on all fabrics, the 
addition of color could uniformly influence the cost of a specific 
fabric. For example the addition of color to cotton, serge, or 
sheeting meant the price immediatedly went up. on the other hand 
the addition of color to calimanco, duffle, and holland 
consistently dropped the cost below average.
Since Allason listed only seven weave distinctions, including 
plain, napped, and narrow width, and nine patterns, with checked 
and striped the most common, drawing conclusions from this limited 
number is difficult. Weave distinctions often lowered the price, 
though because of the small number of examples this may not always 
be true. The major exception was narrow bearskin, 5 times more 
expensive than bearskin without weave distinctions listed in the 
description, patterns apparently lowered the value as well, even 
gilt flowered calico cost less than calico that did not have a 
pattern, copper-plate printed chintz, an important exception, 
first appeared in Allason's store during the 1766-1767 fiscal year, 
even though the copper-plate printing process had been developed 
ten years earlier in England. Copper-plate printing raised the 
price of chintz from 3 shillings 6 pence to 4 shillings 4 pence, 
interestingly, cotton's weave distinctions, which consisted of 
friezed, plain, and napped, uniformly lowered the cost below
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average for this fabric during the fifteen years, while patterns 
(striped, checked, and spotted) consistently raised the price.
Occasionally Allason's ledger description included the 
fabrics' place of manufacture, only eight of the twenty core 
textiles included an origin, and all eight were either linens or 
cottons, so not too many conclusions can be drawn. Linen had the 
most places of manufacture listed, with 7 places in the British 
isles. The most expensive of these was Scotch linen at 33.6 pence 
per yard, with Drogheda linen the cheapest at 10 pence. Products 
from Ireland (linen, holland, and sheeting) and Germany (osnaburg 
and serge) consistently cost higher than the same fabrics from 
other countries. Most of the fabrics whose place of manufacture is 
known originated in Europe, but Allason's stock included Turkish 
cottons and Russian sheeting. Though Allason did not say so in his 
descriptions, wools came exclusively from Britain.
Fabric conditions included descriptions like damaged, 
motheaten, superfine, fancy, or remnants, a s might be expected 
prices reflected condition, with the finest costing as much as 3 
times as regular cloth. Curiously, fabrics listed as "remnants" 
almost always cost more than cloths not listed as such. Allason 
paid around 2 shillings 7 pence for each yard of calico on a bolt, 
calico remnants, however, cost three times as much at an average of 
10 shillings a yard.
Besides the twenty core fabrics, Allason bought textiles that 
showed up only once or twice in small quantities on the invoices. 
Forty-five fabrics fell into this category of small orders. They 
break down in the following manner:
11 wools 2 linens
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8 silks 2 cotton and silk blends
5 cottons 1 linen and cotton blend
4 wool and silk blends 12 unidentified
The high incidence of silks and cottons suggests that this 
collection was primarily made up of luxury fabrics. They
illustrate Allason's practice of acquiring this type of cloth for a
select few. These one-time purchases may also represent textiles 
that ended up sitting on the store's shelves. The most expensive 
and luxurious cloths did just that as Allason noted in a June 1761 
letter, "We have a very small demand for silver or Gold Lace[,] had 
some when i first opened the store and not a tenth part of it is 
Sold."5
The 45 luxury fabrics consisted of 3,000 yards, or 2 percent, 
of the total yardage for all fifteen years. Their value was about 
the same at 3 percent of the total cost. Not surprisingly this 
group was purchased primarily at the 3 times Allason purchased high 
quality textiles: twenty-eight percent were bought in 1765-1766,
22 percent in 1769-1770, and 13 percent in 1759-1761. The other 12 
years Allason was in business accounted for 2 to 9 percent of the 
total orders. This pattern follows the high purchase years for the 
fabrics as a whole. Allason increased his orders of expensive
fabrics when he anticipated a problem with availability.
* * *
Allason's records, especially those relating to his textile 
purchases, offer an insight into the decisions merchants made in
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Virginia during the third quarter of the eighteenth century, in 
the short period, 1760-1775, the evidence shows that political and 
economic events affected both the quantity and quality of fabrics 
ordered. There was no proof of fashion causing price fluctuations, 
since style characteristics or specific fabrics did not go through 
price cycles, especially in this limited time frame. Allason ran 
his store under extremely adverse conditions. Not only did he try 
to operate a business in an area flooded with merchants, but also 
at a time when there were significant political changes. Political 
events forced Allason to make business decisions that he might not 
have had to during a calmer period. Taxes and boycotts determined 
when he had to buy large amounts of cloth, in terms of both yardage 
and value. The political situation eventually forced Allason to 
close his business, because of the difficulties created by 
operating a store filled with British goods when tensions between 
England and the American colonies ran high.
Besides political and economic crises, Allason was influenced 
by customers' demands. His clientele, primarily "middling sort" 
farmers and their families, required a basic selection of textiles, 
predominantly less expensive types. Linens made up the bulk of the 
lower value range, with osnaburg consistently the cheapest and, 
perhaps consequently, the most in demand. Allason stocked twenty 
"core* fabrics in order to attract steady customers, and to satisfy 
more occasional needs he offered a diverse selection of 100 other 
quality fabrics. The range of prices, up to eighteen times the 
cost of the cheapest fabric, and the variety available allowed his 
patrons to denote their social rank in many gradations, something 
they were less able to do with his other wares. Allason's
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customers in Falmouth, although near the frontier, wanted more from 
their fabrics than usefulness. The ability to define economic and 
social status with silks, cottons, and fine wools and linens, was 
almost as important as having large quantities of the core fabrics, 
and Allason responded with his well-stocked store.
Allason's business records constitute a window into the 
pre-Revolutionary economy of Virginia, and they help modern social 
historians to understand better how common people lived their 
lives, unlike the "great men" of this period, many of whom left 
behind a rich heritage of artifacts and records, the lives of 
ordinary citizens can not be so easily documented. Historians 
stuggle with the few objects and records that exist to piece 
together a picture of ordinary, everyday life, in this light, 
Allason's record books have special importance. They are 
particularily significant because they document textiles, which 
played a fundamental role in everyone's life, from the poorest to 
the richest, but relatively few examples of which survive through 
the years. The records Allason kept of his textile purchases 
provide important clues to the needs and priorities of his 
customers.
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4William Allason to James Mitchell, Glasgow, 1760. 
Letterbook of William Allason, 1757-1770. Allason papers, 
Virginia state Library. Microfilm, Research Archives, colonial 
Williamsburg Foundation.
5William Allason letter dated June 25, 1761. Letterbook 
of William Allason, 1757-1770.
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APPENDICES
APPENDIX 1
List of Values (Pounds only), yards,
Average Price Per yard (in Pence), and index Values
By year
Values Yards Average Price index Values
1759-1761 1,938 33,138 13.9 1.94
1761-1762 66 1,250 12.7 1.28
1762-1763 287 5,284 13.0 1.75
1763-1764 351 5,558 15.1 2.64
1764-1765 223 4,527 11.8 1.74
1765-1766 837 12,544 16 .1 2.09
1766-1767 675 12,376 13.2 1.92
1767-1768 398 8,369 11.5 1.61
1768-1769 526 10,929 11.5 1.80
1769-1770 671 12,781 12 .5 1.83
1770-1771 1,398 26,980 12.5 1.68
1771-1772 753 13,738 13.2 1.72
1772-1773 326 7,591 10.3 1.35
1773-1774 297 6,930 10 .3 1.40
1774-1775 200 2,562 18.7 1.96
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APPENDIX 2
Fabrics Grouped by Fiber Type
WOOLS: Baise
Bearskin * 
Beaver coating 
Broadcloth * 
Calimanco * 
Cotton, Kendall 
Drab 
Druggett 
Duffel *
Durant
Duroy
Everlasting 
Fearnought * 
Flannel 
Floretta 
Forest cloth 
Frieze *
Halfthicks
Kersey
Plush
Russet
Saggathy
Serge *
Shag
Shalloon 
Starret 
Stuff 
Tammy *
Wilton Cloth
LINENS: Bedtick(Ticking) *
Buckrum 
Cambric *
Canvas
Diaper
Dowlass
Drill
Hessian
Holland *
Lawn 
Linen *
Osnaburg *
Roles
COTTONS: Barragon
Calico *
Chintz *
Cotton *
Dimity
Grandelle
Humhum
Muslin
Nankeen
Thickset
SILKS: Alamode
Crape 
Figurette 
Gauze 
Loretto 
Lutestring 
Mantua silk 
Persian 
Silk 
Taffeta
WOOL & SILK BLENDS: Alapeen
Bombazine 
Dresden 
Missinet 
Norwich Crape 
Poplin
WOOL & LINEN BLENDS: Linsey-Woolsey
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LINEN & COTTON BLENDS: Fustian
Jeans
COTTON & SILK BLENDS: Cherry Derry
pnable to Identify by Fiber; Camblet (usually silk, wool & silk
or wool & linen blends) *
Check *
Damask (usually wool, silk or a
blend of these two fibers) 
Herringbone 
Plaid 
Satin
Tobine (usually silk, wool & silk 
or linen & cotton blends)
Twill
Velvet (never linen)
* One of the twenty core fabrics
Note: This list based on Florence Montgomery's
book, Textiles in America, if a fabric was 
not found in her book, it is not listed here.
APPENDIX 3
List of Fabrics with index values by year
1759-1761
Bearskin......................5.71
Bedtick (Ticking)........... 1.91
Bombazine 2 .99
Broadcloth 14 .46
Buckrum................. .....1.07
Calico........................ 3.21
Calimanco.....................1.51
Camblet. .....................2.95
Cambric....................... 7.11
Carolines.....................5.36
Check. ...................    .3 .14
Cloth......................... 3.81
Colraine...................... 1.95
Cotton........................ 1.65
Dimity 2 .28
Domestics.....................2.22
Dowlass....................... 1.32
Duffle........................ 5.69
Fearnought....................5.31
Flannel....................... 2.14
Frieze 3 .46
Gauze................... 3 .57
Gingham, Silk................ 5.44
Half thicks..........  1.88
Holland....................... 1.91
Holland, Cotton..............2.45
Jeans......................... 1.86
Kersey........................ 2 .77
Lawn.......................... 2.50
Lawn, clear.................. 3.81
Linen......................... 2 .28
Linings, Cotton..............2.20
Mantua Silk  ....... 5.17
Muslin.............   2.90
Net........................... 2 .88
Norwich Crape................ 2.06
Osnaburg...................... 1.00
Persian, Silk................ 2.55
Plaid..............   1.16
Poplin........................ 3.58
Roles......................... 0 .54
Russet........................ 5 .49
Saggathy......................3 .69
Serge..................... ....5.08
Shalloon    .3 .48
Sheeting......................1.72
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T a m m y ..........  ....1.51
Thickset......................2.34
T o b i n e ......   2 .48
T w i l l ......................... 0 .99
Velvet, Cotton.............. 13.47
1761-1762
C a l i c o    .3 .18
L i n e n ......................... 1.42
O s n a b u r g ......................1.00
R o l e s ........................ .0 .38
1762-1763
B a i s e   ..................... 2.00
B e a r s k i n ......................... 3 .73
Beaver c o a t i n g ................. 4.34.
B r o a d c l o t h ...................... 8 .05
D o w l a s s ...........................1.27
D r a b ...............................1.47
D u f f l e ............................4 .96
D u f f l e  B l a n k e t i n g ............. 3.36
Ermine. . • • • . • • ..... ........... 4.87
F e a r n o u g h t ...................... 3 .47
F l a n n e l ...........................2 .00
Fr i e z e ............................4 .20
H o l l a n d .......................... 1.49
K e r s e y ............................2.59
L a m b s k i n ......................... 4.93
L i n e n ............................. 1.00
L i n s e y ............................2.00
O s n a b u r g ......................... 1.00
P l a i n ............................. 6 .15
R o l e s ............................. 1.00
S e r g e ............................. 2.80
S h e e t i n g ......................... 1.87
1763-1764
B e a r s k i n ..........................4.50
B e d t i c k  2 .13
B r o a d c l o t h  16 .45
B u c k r u m ........................... 1.64
C a l i c o .............................5.49
C a l i m a n c o .........................2.18
C a m b l e t ........................... 2.27
C a mbr i c ...  ................. 10 .13
C h e c k .............................. 2 .27
C h e r r y  D e r r y .....................2.25
C h i n t z ..........................   .5.79
C o t t o n .............................2.25
D u f f l e ............................ 5 .88
Fr i e z e ............................ 4.15
H e r r i n g b o n e ...................... 1.56
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Holland....................... 2 .00
indianna......................2.86
Kersey.....................   .3 .94
Linen......................... 2.94
Norwich crape.......... .....4.15
Osnaburg...................... 1.00
Poplin.................   2 .39
Shalloon......................2.96
Sheeting...................... 1.84
Thickset. .................. 4 .73
1764-1765
Bedtick....................... 2.13
Calimanco.....................1.63
Check......................... 1.69
Cotton........................ 1.38
Holland. .....   5 .07
Linen......................... 2.23
Osnaburg. ...........1.00
Plaid......................... 1.09
Sheeting.  2 .00
Tammy......................... 1.43
1765-1766
Alapeen....................... 3 .64
Barragon 6 .54
Bearskin......................2 .74
Bedtick....................... 1.48
Bombazine 3 .47
Broadcloth.  ........... 18.22
Buckrum....................... 1.28
Calico....................... 11.22
Cal imanco.......... ...3.14
Camblet....................... 2.36
Cambric....................... 4.31
Check......................... 1.42
Chintz 3 .05
Cloth......   8 .83
Cotton........................ 1.72
Crape 3 .08
Damask........................ 3.00
Damask, silk................ 13.21
Diaper........................ 2.18
Dimity........................ 1.70
Dresden. .................... 3 .72
Drill......................... 2 .05
Druggett......................2.31
Duroy.......................  .2 .18
Everlasting.................. 3 .85
Figurette.....................4.36
Flannel....................... 3 .59
Florretta.....................4 .62
Frieze........................ 8.02
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Gauze......................... 0.71
Gingham.......................4 .70
Grandelle.....................2 .31
Hair Shag................... 10.84
Holland....................... 4.25
Holland, Cotton.............. 2.05
jeans.............   ...2 .34
Kersey........................ 1.95
Lawn   3 .56
Lawn, Long....................2.44
Lawn, Minionett.............. 5.45
Linen......................... 2 .40
Muslin........................ 2.99
Nankeen....................... 1.99
Net, Granby.................. 3.08
Norwich crape................ 3.11
Osnaburg......................1.00
Plaid......................... 1.01
Poplin........................ 2 .05
Poplin, Silk................. 2.82
Saggathy......................2.95
Satin......................... 8.41
Serge. ........... 3.70
Serge, Blanketing............0.96
Serge, Dryon................. 8.73
Shalloon.  2 .00
Sheeting...................... 1.63
Silk......   3.85
Starratt...................... 1.41
Stuff, Silk.................. 2.31
Stuff, Silk and Cotton...... 2.98
Stuff, Silk and cotton
(for gowns) 6.93
Taffeta. .................. .8.60
Tammy......................... 1.45
Tartan........................ 2.31
Thickset......................3 .47
Towelling.....................1.09
Velvet, Collar............... 5.42
Velvet, Cotton.............. 12.32
1766-1767
Alamode....................... 2 .57
Baise......     2.07
Bearskin......................5.70
Bedtick....................... 1.95
Buckrum....................... 1.21
Calico 3 .99
Calimanco.....................1.62
Check ....................... 1.42
Chintz................... ••••6.25
Cotton........................ 2 .43
Damask, Silk................. 6.41
Dowlass  .................. 1.47
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Duffle........................6.41
Durant........................2.11
Duroy 3 .42
Frieze 5 .11
Frocele ................ 1.07
Fustian.......................2.17
Harns.........................0 .89
Holland.......................1.79
Kersey.....................   .8.83
Lawn.......................... 5.03
Linen......................... 2 .76
Osnaburg......................1.00
Plaid......................... 1.03
Roles, Hempen................ 0.55
Sacking.......................0 .93
Saggathy......................5 .18
Serge......................... 5 .31
Serge, Blanketing............1.35
Shalloon 2 .04
Sheeting......................1.94
Wilton Cloth................. 7.41
1767-1768
Bearskin......................5.59
Buckrum. ............1.43
Cotton......................   .1.75
Drill......................... 1.85
Duffle........................5.87
Fr ieze........................7.83
Gauze, Silk.......   5.00
Holland, cotton..............2.32
Lawn.......................... 8.41
Linen........................ .2 .60
Linsey............. ......... 2.07
Osnaburg......................1.00
Plaid......................... 1 05
Roles.........  0.69
Serge. ..... ...............5.22
Shalloon 2 .09
Sheeting......................1.73
Wilton cloth.......  6.67
1768-1769
Bearskin     4 .61
Broadcloth 12 .59
Buckrum.......................1.47
Check.   .................... 2 .21
Cotton........................2 .10
Duf f le........................8.18
Durant................  .2 .43
Duroy......................... 2.99
Frieze........................5.54
Half thicks................... 2 .21
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Kersey....................... 3.41
Lambskin..................... 6 .36
Linen........................ 3 .30
Linsey....................... 2 .21
Osnaburg..................... 1.00
Plaid........................ 1.51
Roles, Hempen............... 1.31
Saggathy..................... 3 .21
Serge........................ 5 .73
Shalloon..................... 2.79
Sheeting..................... 1.85
Tammy. ....... .............2.09
Thickset..................... 5 .11
1769-1770
Alapeen...................... 4.21
Bearskin..................... 4.97
Beaver Coating.............. 7.17
Bedtick...................... 1.97
Bombazine.................... 3.17
Br edau....................... 4.39
Broadcloth.................. 12.09
Buckrum.......... ............1.53
Calico. ••..••••.............4.29
Calimanco.................... 1.63
Camblet...................... 1.35
Check.......      .1.36
Cloth........................ 11.80
Cloth, Forest............... 3.15
Cotton....................... 3 .70
Crape........................ 2 .48
Damask....................... 3.73
Diaper....................... 1.59
Dimity....................... 2 .09
Domestics.................... 2.35
Dowlass...................... 1.31
Dresden...................... 3.95
Duffie....................... 6 .69
Duffle Blanketing.......... 4.02
Durant....................... 1.86
Everlasting..................4.14
Flannel.................. .2 .04
Frieze....................... 4 .98
Gauze, Silk....,............. 5.79
Hair shag.................... 5.79
Halfthicks...................1.81
Holland...................... 1.85
Holland, Cotton............. 2.00
Humhum....................... 11.93
jeans........................ 3.01
Lawn, Minionett............. 7.17
Linen........................ 2.83
Linsey....................... 0 .99
Lutestring...................7 .04
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Missinett, Clouded.......... 3.04
Muslin....................... 3.31
Net...........................3 .04
Osnaburg..................... 1.00
Persian...................... 5.10
Plaid........................ 1.24
Plush........................ 3 .45
Poplin....................... 1.89
Poplin, Silk.................3.52
Roles, Hempen............... 0.86
Saggathy.................. ...3.17
Serge......................... 1.90
Shalloon......................1.99
Sheeting......................1.60
Stuff......................... 1.66
Stuff, Silk.................. 2.48
Stuff, Silk and Cotton...... 3.23
Taffeta.......................9.38
Tammy......................... 1.66
Tartan.................. . .3 .59
Thickset......................4.14
Velvet, Collar............... 5.79
Velvet, Cotton..............12.42
1770-1771
Beaver Coating............... 7.62
Bedtick...................... 2 .05
Blanketing................... 1.20
Broadcloth.................. 11.71
Buckrum....................... 1.34
Calico........................3.44
Calimanco.....................1.58
Camblet....................... 1.91
Check........     .1.64
Chintz....................... 5 .08
Cotton.................   1.86
Dowlass..........  1.45
Drab.......................... 1.69
Duff le....................... 5 .14
Duroy......................... 3.81
Ermine........................2.09
Fearnought..................2.70
Flannel.......................2.03
Frieze....................... 6 .79
Half thicks................... 1.91
Hessian.......................1.27
Holland..............  .1.92
Kersey....................... 4 .00
Linen......................... 2.41
Norwich crape................ 1.98
Osnaburg.......   1.00
Plaid......................... 1.34
Plain........................ 2 .93
Plush........................ 3 .39
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Holes......................... 0 .86
Saggathy......................7.90
Serge.  3 .75
Shalloon 2 .00
Sheeting....................  1.78
Stuff......................... 1.87
Tammy. .................. 1.51
Twi 11......................... 1.06
Wilton Cloth. ...... 5 .93
1771-1772
Beardrab..............  1.65
Broadcloth.................. 12.25
Buckrum....................... 1.19
Calico........................ 3.72
Camblet....................... 1.86
Chintz......... .............. 6.47
Cotton.   ....................1.85
Drill......................... 2.12
Duffle..........  5 .14
Duffle, Blanketing .....3.39
Duroy......................... 1.84
Fearnought. ...............3 .29
Frieze........................ 2 .94
Fustian....................... 1.27
Gauze......................... 3 .00
Half thicks................... 1.91
Jeans......................... 1.51
Lawn  ..... .............5.74
Linen......................... 2.06
Linings, cotton..............1.27
Linsey................  .1.32
Muslin   4 .77
Norwich crape................ 1.94
Osnaburg......................1.00
Persian, silk................ 2.65
Roles......................... 0 .76
Russet........................ 2 .76
Saggathy........... ...3.06
Shalloon......................2 .19
Sheeting. ................ 1.66
Thickset, cotton.............3.41
Twill......................... 1.03
1772-1773
Cotton.................. . 1.58
Drill......................... 2 .20
Holland....................... 1.58
jeans. .....   6.61
Linen......................... 1.50
Lorettoes.....................5 .49
Osnaburg......................1.00
Plaid......................... 1.24
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H o l e s .  ............ .0 .95
Serge. .........5.09
Shalloon.....................2 .35
Sheeting.....................2 .13
W i l t o n  C l o t h ................ 5.78
1773-1774
Bearskin.  4 .42
B r o a d c l o t h  15 .53
Cotton........................2.02
Fearnought................... 2 .44
K e r s e y  5 .63
Linsey.......  1.54
O s n a b u r g ......................1.00
R o l e s ..............................7 .47
Serge............    .5.09
S h a l l o o n ..........................2.01
1774-1775
B e a r s k i n  4 .13
Calico................  .4 .63
C h e c k ........................... ..2 .02
C o t t o n .  ................. 1.80
Duffle. ............... 7.00
Frieze........................5 .66
L i n e n ......................... 3 .25
O s n a b u r g ....................1.00
Sacking.   .................. 1.25
APPENDIX 4
How the index Value was computed
index values were generated based on the model presented by 
George Miller in his article, "Classification and Economic Scaling 
of 19th century Ceramics." The method used follows:
1) Each year the average price for a yard of OSNABURG was made 
to equal ONE.
2) The index values were created by dividing the average cost 
of osnaburg into the average cost of each fabric. For 
example if the price of osnaburg equaled 6 pence, a fabric 
with a price of 1 shilling would have an index value of 2 
(twice the value of osnaburg).
3) The yearly index values required multiplying each fabric's 
index value by its total yardage. All these numbers for each 
year were added up and then divided by the total yardage, in 
this manner the index values could be weighted with yardage.
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